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Understanding the construction of belonging and how unbelonging might be 
troubled, is critical work. For schools in many parts of the world, one of the many 
challenges of globalisation is the task of teaching with, and for ethnic and cultural 
diversity. In this paper we examine the exclusionary practices of teaching that 
construct ethnic and religious minority students in states of unbelonging. These 
practices DUHGXHLQSDUWWRWHDFKHUV¶IDLOXUHWRreally know their students. 
Alongside this argument, we examine discourses of belonging in rural schools 
that speak to possibilities for everyday place-sharing for ethnic and religious 
minority students. Simple and common moments of mutual recognition and 
understanding speak to the possibilities for belonging that are opened up in 
everyday relations of knowing. We consider the implications of these ideas for 
WHDFKHUVDQGWHDFKHUHGXFDWLRQLQZKDWLVIUDPHGDVDµSHGDJRJ\RIEHORQJLQJ¶ 
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Discourses and practices of belonging and unbelonging in rural schools 
  
Belonging KDVEHHQGHVFULEHGDV³DVWDWHRIVRFLDOLQFOXVLRQ´6LEOH\SDQG
DV³WKHPXWXDOUHFRJQLWLRQRIWKHRWKHU´1REOH	3R\QWLQJS,WLVDWHUP
connected to notions of µboundary¶, where to belong, is to exist within the bounds of 
accepted difference. To µnot belong¶ is to experience exclusion on the basis of 
transgressing these same boundaries. Poststructuralists stress the discursive production 
of belonging, where states of belonging and unbelonging are created in discourses about 
µwho-we-are and who-we-are-not¶ (Arber, 2008). In such a configuration of belonging, 
privileged and legitimised forms of knowledge and power determine belonging and 
define the boundaries of normativity. Judith Butler¶s (1997) work on performativity, in 
particular her engagement with Foucault¶s theories of power and knowledge, highlight 
the way discourses µform the objects of which they speak¶and have productive 
capacity. Such regimes of understanding have implications for how students experience 
belonging in schools. Put simply, discourses RIVFKRROLQJµmake¶ what they µname¶ as 
they circulate in social and cultural practice. Teacher µtalk¶ about µnormal¶and 
µacceptable¶ ways of being can construct ethnic and religious minority students in states 
of unbelonging, a point to which we return later in this article.  
Understanding the construction of belonging, and how unbelonging might be 
troubled, is critical work. For schools in many parts of the world, one of the many 
challenges of globalisation is the task of teaching with, and for ethnic and cultural 
diversity. The flow of people across nations as a result of war, political unrest, and 
changing labour and education markets, means that school populations that were once 
relatively homogenous are now experiencing increased ethnic and cultural diversity 
(Santoro, 2009). Yet, research into schooling in intercultural contexts suggests that 
improved educational outcomes for ethnic and cultural minority students remain elusive 
(Keddie, 2012a, 2012b). Teachers continue to be ill-prepared to teach for belonging 
(Lander, 2011), despite policy and research initiatives aimed at improving their 
knowledge of their students. Resistance to the take up of culturally responsive 
pedagogies continues to constitute an area of concern (Santoro, 2013; Mills & 
Ballantyne, 2010), while initiatives aimed at interrogating and unsettling normative 
constructions of identity in schools are reported to have been met with opposition 
(Youdell, 2011). As a consequence, discourses of unbelonging continue to prevail in 
schools, thereby challenging teacher educators to continue researching ways of doing 
schooling differently.  
The research project on which this paper is based was concerned with rural 
schooling. This focus recognises that global and national debates about belonging and 
unbelonging inevitably play out on rural soil. Debates over immigration, 
interculturalism, terrorism, asylum seekers and refugees, for example, signify something 
of the rHODWLRQVKLSFLWL]HQVKDYHZLWKµVHOIDQGRWKHUV¶. It becomes inevitable that these 
tensions, and the logic that underpins them, are felt in rural communities, and 
subsequently, in rural schools. As places are more closely connected by changing 
geopolitical relations, so associations in the everyday are impacted (Pain & Smith, 
2008). Schools, as sites of cultural interplay, are key to understanding how rural 
populations have been transformed by ethnic minority populations, as well as how these 
persons are constituted by rural relations.  
In this paper we examine the exclusionary practices of teaching that construct 
ethnic and religious minority students in states of unbelonging. These practices are due, 
LQSDUWWRWHDFKHUV¶IDLOXUHWRreally know their students. Alongside this argument, we 
examine discourses of belonging in rural schools that speak to possibilities for everyday 
place-sharing for ethnic and religious minority students. In this sense, we do not suggest 
that only binary states of belonging and unbelonging circulate in schools. Simple and 
common moments of mutual recognition and understanding speak to the possibilities for 
belonging that are opened up in everyday relations of knowing. These ideas are taken up 
in this article in wKDWLVIUDPHGDVDµSHGDJRJ\RIEHORQJLQJ¶7KLVVWUDWHJ\IRU
culturally responsive teaching is explored in this article through an examination of the 
lived experiences of two ethnic and religious minority students and their relationship 
with notions of belonging and unbelonging. We draw on data from an ethnographic 
study that investigated the schooling experiences of ethnic minority, Muslim and 
refugee young people in rural New South Wales, Australia. We present vignettes of 
interview data and observation GDWDWRLOOXVWUDWHKRZWHDFKHUV¶WDONDQGSUDFWLFHFDQOHDG
to the construction of states of belonging and unbelonging for ethnic and religious 
minority students. We highlight the role of teachers in making viable and non-viable, 
raced, nationed and religioned bodies in education and explore pedagogical possibilities 
for educators seeking to disturb these injustices in schooling. In particular, we consider 
WKHUROHRIDµSHGDJRJ\RIEHORQJLQJ¶LQWURXEOLQJVFKRROLQJH[FOXVLRQV:HFRQFOXGH
by considering the implications for teacher education. 
 
The study  
The study examined the educational inclusions and exclusions the students 
experienced as a result of the privileging of normative knowledges and practices. After 
obtaining university ethics approval, volunteers were sought from three rural schools. 
Six students consented to participate. They ranged in age from 15 to 20 and came from 
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds (CALD)1. 
                                                 
1
 InglLVZULWHVWKDWWKHWHUPµculturally and OLQJXLVWLFDOO\GLYHUVH¶ KDVFRPPRQO\UHSODFHGWKHWHUPµnon-
(QJOLVKVSHDNLQJEDFNJURXQGV¶ in official educational usage in Australia. We take up the use of CALD in this 
study to refer to students from Language Backgrounds Other Than English (LBOTE) (the category schools used 
to record CALD students at the time of this study), as well as to refer to students who have English as a first 
language who come from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. 
In this article we draw on data from two of the students; Saeed and Hanif2. Hanif 
is a 16 year old Muslim refugee from Afghanistan who has lived in Australia for 13 
years. Saeed is a 16 year old Australian-born Muslim of Pakistani heritage. Hanif lives 
in a large regional centre (population, 30,000 persons) some six hours drive from a 
capital city, and Saeed in a small rural town of some 3,000 people, four hour¶s drive 
from Sydney. Of the approximate 300 students enrolled at Springville High School 
where Saeed is a student, five students are from Language Backgrounds Other Than 
English. At Gundah High School, where Hanif is a student, of the 800 students enrolled, 
approximately 20 students are from Language Backgrounds Other Than English. Six of 
these students are refugees from Afghanistan. Both Gundah and Springville high 
schools are notable for a newly diverse ethnic composition as a result of shifting global 
populations. While the populations of each of these rural towns is constitutive of only 
very small numbers of immigrants and refugees, the confined nature and size of the 
towns means that ethnic and religious minority residents are often highly visible. 
Students too, are frequently highly visible members of their schools.  
Fieldwork was conducted over a period of one school year. Approximately one 
school term (which amounts to a period of 10-13 weeks) was spent in each school 
setting. Approximately twenty observations of each student occurred in the playground 
and in other parts of the school, as the school day dictated. The research objective was 
to simply follow thHVWXGHQWWRREVHUYHKRZWKH\µdo¶ school, and to record observations 
in a field notebook. Data collection and analysis methods informed by poststructuralist 
theoretical frames acknowledge that analysis WDNHVSODFHIURPWKHUHVHDUFKHU¶s first 
moments in the field as he or she makes choices about where to look and what/whom to 
look at (or ignore), and how to make sense of data in terms of the subjectivities taken up 
                                                 
2
 In order to protect anonymity, pseudonyms are used for participants and for school and place names. 
(or not) and the discursive frames employed (or eschewed) (Youdell, 2006). The 
processes that see data selectively reproduced in this study are mediated by a 
recognition of the researchers¶own discursive capacities ± ³WKHGLVFRXUVHWKDW,VHHDQG
QDPH´<RXGHOOS,QWKLVVHQVHLQUHFRUGLQJDQGRIIHULQJGDWDZHSUHVHQW
compelling moments from the field that represent how we see knowledges and subjects 
as constituted. This privileging of some data over others is enacted with the intention of 
opening up regimes of truth to questioning, particularly as these truths produce 
inclusions and exclusions in schooling (Edgeworth, 2014). In the words of Youdell 
WKHQDUUDWLYHVZHKDYHVHOHFWHG³GRQRWFRQWDLQH[SRVHRUUHIOHFWDQ\XQLYHUVDO
WUXWK´EXWWKH\GR³UHVRQDWH´S 
One semi-structured in-depth interview was conducted with individual students 
and lasted between thirty minutes and one hour. Interviews took place in a quiet space 
on school grounds, with only the student and researcher present, usually in an area like a 
study room in the school library or an empty classroom. Interviews were guided by a set 
of questions that sought WRFDSWXUHWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶ background, along with their 
perspective on being an ethnic minority, Muslim and/or refugee student in a rural school 
and rural community. Specific questions related to the following: what it is like to be of 
a particular ethnicity/religion at school; what interest others take in their ethnic 
background; and how teachers and students at the school respond to students who come 
from an ethnic, religious, cultural or linguistic background different from their own. The 
students were also questioned about differences between the city and rural areas as they 
had experienced them, and were asked to reflect on how people from other cultures in 
their town fitted in. Students were sometimes asked to reflect on events observed by the 
researcher in the classroom, or on aspects of school culture as this might affect them.  
In what follows, we present vignettes of data from interviews with, and 
observations of, Hanif and Saeed in ordHUWRKLJKOLJKWKRZWHDFKHUV¶ knowledge of 
Others creates ethnic and religious minority students in states of unbelonging. Vignettes 
are drawn from transcripts of interviews conducted with students in schools, as well as 
from fieldnotes. Where we present fieldnotes in a vignette, we do so in the form of a 
script. In this sense, the data is self-consciously presented as a performance (Goldstein, 
2008). We do this to highlight the discursive nature of the text, as well as to facilitate 
further discursive possibilities (Youdell, 2006).  
First, we examine Saeed's schooling experience to illustrate how discourses of 
belonging and unbelonging circulate in schooling environments. Understanding how 
teachers position students in states of unbelonging through teacher-talk has implications 
for understanding schooling inclusions and exclusions. We then take up the narrative of 
+DQLIWRKLJKOLJKWWHDFKHUV¶ practice in relation to the creation of states of unbelonging. 
We pay particular attention to how teachers¶knowledge of students affects how 
students are framed and are able to experience learning. 
  
Discourses of exclusion: Saeed  
In the following vignette, in the context of a playground discussion at 
Springville High School, we explore how teacher-talk, a form of discursive practice, 
iPSDFWVRQµwho¶a student can be, and the limits RIWKHLUEHORQJLQJGH&HUWHDX¶s 
(1984) argument that stories work to mark out boundaries of belonging is taken up in 
tKLVYLJQHWWH:HXVHGH&HUWHDX¶s theory of spatial legislation to illustrate the way talk 
is employed at Springville High to constitute students as particular sorts of raced, 
nationed and religioned subjects, with LPSOLFDWLRQVIRUKRZVWXGHQWVµGR¶VFKRRODQG
µZKR¶ a subject can be within the schooling environment. 
Table 1. 9LJQHWWH2QH+RZWREHµRND\¶DW6SULQJYLOOH+LJK6FKRRO 
7KHWHDFKHUPDOH:KLWHVRQSOD\JURXQGGXW\LVVKRZLQJPH6DHHG¶V³KDXQWV´DV
KHFDOOVWKHP7KDWLVWKHSODFHVZKHUH6DHHGDQGKLVIULHQGVFRPPRQO\³KDQJRXW´LQ
the SpringvillH+LJKVFKRRO\DUG0U-DPHVWHOOVPHWKDWWKHVWXGHQWVDUH³WHUULWRULDO´
that they will not be too hard to find because they never venture too far from their usual 
hiding places.  
 
Here they are, next to the demountables ± Saeed and a group of about six friends who 
DUHPRVWO\PDOH0U-DPHVGHVFULEHV6DHHG¶VEHVWIULHQG6NLSSHUDV\RXUW\SLFDO³IDW
$XVVLHEORNH´+LVRWKHU³EHVWPDWH´3DXOOLNH6NLSSHULVIURPDIDUPLQJIDPLO\0U
James tells me that both boys are into pig shooting1 and all things farming. Mr James 
VD\VWKDWKHJHWVWKHIHHOLQJWKDWLQFKRRVLQJWKHVHIULHQGV6DHHGLV³WU\LQJWREHPRUH
$XVWUDOLDQWKDQWKH$XVWUDOLDQV´WKDW6DHHG¶V$XVWUDOLDQDFFHQWVHHPVWRJHWEURDGHU
when he is trying to fit in sitting in class next to these boys.  
 
Mr James suggests that while Saeed and his brothers openly identify as Muslim at 
6SULQJYLOOH+LJKWKH\DUHQRW³SUR-DFWLYH´DERXWWKHLULGHQWLW\+HVD\VWKDWWKHEURWKHUV
GRQRWZDQWWRVWDQGRXWDQGDUHQRW³SXVKLQJDQ\OLPLWV´+HVXJJHVWVWKDWLIWhe boys 
had a sister at the school who chose to veil, for example, the reaction from the school 
FRPPXQLW\WRVXFKDQDFWLRQZRXOGEH³OLNHD0DUWLDQODQGLQJ´DQGWKDWVXFKDQHYHQW
ZRXOGWHVW6DHHGDQGKLVEURWKHUV¶SODFHLQWKH6SULQJYLOOH+LJKFRPPXQLW\. Mr James 
suggests that Springville students openly refer to Muslim students in derogatory ways, 
XVLQJWHUPVOLNH³WRZHOKHDGV´, but if it is pointed out to the same students that Saeed 
DQGKLVEURWKHUVDUH0XVOLPWKHVHVDPHVWXGHQWVZLOOVD\³2KWKH\¶UH RND\´
(Researcher Fieldnotes) 
 
%XWOHU¶s (1997) notion of performativity suggests that persons are not simply 
described as subjects, but are also produced and made through naming practices. Butler 
argues that language has power, ³QRWRQO\WRQDPHEXW DOVRLQVRPHVHQVHWRSHUIRUP´
ZKHUH³WKHZRUGHQDFWVZKDWLWQDPHV´S:KHQ0U-DPHVVXJJHVWVWKDW6DHHG
LV³WU\LQJWREHPRUH$XVWUDOLDQWKDQWKH$XVWUDOLDQV´KHSHUIRUPDWLYHO\SODFHV6DHHG
outside of what iWPHDQVWREHDµreal¶$XVWUDOLDQ FDVWLQJKLPDVµGLIIHUHQW¶ in this rural 
place, with implications for how Saeed belongs and how he is positioned to receive 
VFKRROLQJ6XFKµVWRU\WHOOLQJ¶ is commonplace at Springville High School, with 
discursive performatives routinely enacted and shapiQJWKHZD\WKDWµ$XVWUDOLDQQHVV¶ is 
understood and constituted in the school environment. Such a climate has implications 
for how staff and students recognise themselves as teachers and learners. In turn, it 
influences how educational belonging and unbelonging is shaped. de Certeau (1984) 
suggests that stories are often told in order to map spatial boundaries, to delimit who 
rightfully belongs in a geographical area and who belongs outside it. He writes:  
the story plays DGHFLVLYHUROH,WµGHVFULEHV¶WREHVXUH%XWµevery description is 
PRUHWKDQDIL[DWLRQ¶LWLVµDFXOWXUDOO\FUHDWLYHDFW¶. It even has a distributive 
power and performative force (it does what it says ... it founds spaces. (p. 123)  
0U-DPHV¶ narrative about Saeed and his friends functions, as de Certeau suggests, to 
performatively mark the territory by which belonging is determined. de Certeau 
suggests that:  
7KHQDUUDWLRQLVµHVWDEOLVKHG¶RQWKHEDVLVRIµSULPDU\¶ stories ... stories that 
already have the function of spatial legislation since they determine rights and 
GLYLGHXSODQGVE\µDFWV¶ or discourses about actions. (p. 122)  
0U-DPHV¶µVSDWLDOOHJLVODWLRQ¶DERXWZKDWLWPHDQVWREHDµOHJLWLPDWH¶ Australian, 
based on what appears to be narrative hyperbole about the relaWLYHVWUHQJWKRI6DHHG¶s 
accent and his choice of friends, functions discursively to mark Springville as White 
territory where to be (ethnically and religiously) Other, is to sit outside the bounds of 
what it means to gain acceptance and belonging.  
Hage (LQDFULWLTXHRIµWROHUDQW¶PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVPDQGLWVXQH[DPLQHG
centering of White privilege in Australia, suggests that persons adopt the characteristics 
and cultural styles (or national character and culture) of the dominant cultural group in 
ordeUWRDFTXLUHQDWLRQDOEHORQJLQJ³ORRNVDFFHQWGHPHDQRXUWDVWHQDWLRQDOO\YDOXHG
VRFLDODQGFXOWXUDOSUHIHUHQFHVDQGEHKDYLRXUHWF´S+RZHYHUWKRVHSHUVRQVZKR
ODFNWKHSK\VLFDOFKDUDFWHULVWLFVRIWKHGRPLQDQWQDWLRQDOµW\SH¶± such as White skin or 
blonde hair ± will necessarily have a lesser claim to national belonging than those 
whose 'entitlement' is determined by these characteristics. This model of understanding 
DOORZVXVWRFRPSUHKHQGWKHZD\6DHHG¶VHWKQLFLW\LVFRQVWUXFWHGE\KLVWHDFKer. 
Although Saeed was born to Australian nationality and has acquired, and exhibits at 
6SULQJYLOOH+LJKWKHQDWLRQ¶VGRPLQDQWFXOWXUDODQGOLQJXLVWLFWUDLWVKLVERG\
PRUSKRORJ\LVGHHPHGWRUHQGHUKLPRXWVLGHRIZKDWLWPHDQVWREHµJHQXLQHO\¶
AustraliaQ5HJDUGOHVVRIWKHZD\VLQZKLFKKHKDVDFTXLUHGEHORQJLQJ6DHHG¶V
UHFRJQLWLRQDVDµOHJLWLPDWH¶$XVWUDOLDQVXEMHFWUHPDLQVWHQXRXVDVDUHVXOWRIKLV
ethnicity. He is regarded differently by his teacher because his ethnic status gives him 
less belonging than other Australian born citizens. He is situated beyond the bounds of 
ZKDWLWPHDQVWREHDµQDWXUDO¶$XVWUDOLDQDQGDµJHQXLQH¶6SULQJYLOOH+LJK6FKRRO
student and learner.  
Allard and Santoro (2006) and Santoro (2009) argue that Anglo-Australian 
student teachers commonly fail to recognise their own ethnicity, instead understanding 
ethnicity as a trait of Others. Therefore, students of ethnic and religious difference are 
constructed outside the normative discourses of the mainstream, where WREHµRQO\
$XVWUDOLDQ¶is understood as being a µUHDO¶$XVWUDOLDQ´Allard and Santoro, 2006). 
'HVSLWH6DHHG¶VTXLQWHVVHQWLDOO\UXUDO$XVWUDOLDQLQWHUHVWV and his Australian friends, 
his failure to be White sees him constituted as non-Australian by his teacher. He is 
PDUNHGDVQRWµUHDOO\¶$XVWUDOLDQ+HLVMXVWtrying WREHWKHµUHDOGHDO¶± he is just trying 
because he is not White, and hence, is marked as different, and belongs differently, 
within the school. This production of unbelonging has potential implications for how 
Saeed is positioned to receive schooling.  
While Mr James suggests that Saeed might be considered an unobtrusive 
SUHVHQFHLQWKHVFKRROLQWKHVHQVHWKDWKHLVQRWµSXVKLQJDQ\OLPLWV¶RUEHLQJ
³SURDFWLYH´DERXWKLVHWKQLFRUUHOLJLRXVLGHQWLW\6DHHGQHYHUWKHOHVVVWDQGVRXWDJDLQVW
the discursive frame of the normative student at Springville High. He is recognised by 
PDQ\DVD0XVOLPDW6SULQJYLOOH+LJK6FKRRO0U-DPHV¶UHPDUNWKDW6DHHGLVQRW
pushing the boundaries of religious tolerance in relation to his Muslim identity suggests 
that Saeed, in acknowledging the limits of acceptance of his religious faith by the 
dominant culture, downplays his difference. As Hage (1998) writes about tolerance and 
acceptance of difference by members of the hegemonic mainstream:  
The power to tolerate is ... the power to position the other as an object within a 
VSDFHWKDWRQHFRQVLGHUVRQH¶VRZQZLWKLQOLPLWVRQHIHHOVOHJLWLPDWHO\FDSDEOHRI
setting. (p. 90) 
 
Those in a dominated position do not tolerate, they just endure. (p. 88) 
At Springville High, the limits of tolerance are discursively maintained by the 
dominant White majority. The limits of this acceptance are most in evidence in Mr 
-DPHV¶UHPDUNVUHJDUGLQJWKHDFFHSWDELOLW\RIDYHLOHG0XVOLPVWXGHQWDW6SULQJYLOOH
High. The veil, it is suggested, would sit outside the bounds of tolerance. It would be, 
0U-DPHVVXJJHVWV³OLNHD0DUWLDQODQGLQJ´7RWKLVHQGDV0DUWLQRDQG5H]DL-Rashti 
(2008, p.418ZULWH³WKHveil [is] a signifier of an essentialized or monolithic Muslim 
identity (See Rezai-5DVKWL´S,WFRQVWUXFWVWhe wearer in simple binary 
terms as a racialised Other, creating a highly visible reminder of the tensions existing 
between the West and Islam, or as Martino and Rezai-Rashti (2008, p.418) suggest, 
constructs an anti-Muslim discourse around the wearer: ³The Muslim subject is not like 
µXV¶DQGKHQFHGRHVQRWVXEVFULEHWRour democratic and supposedly enlightened 
YDOXHV6DLGS[[´. In Springville, a student who chose to veil would interrupt 
the local and substantive conditions of Islam as represented by Saeed, and would bring 
LQWRSOD\DQ³LPDJLQHG´KHJHPRQLFHVVHQWLDOLVHGYHUVLRQRI,VODPZKHUHFLUFXODWLQJ
³GLVFRXUVHVDERXWYHLOLQJFRQILUPWUXWKVDERXW,VODP´0DUWLQRDQG5H]DL-
5DVKWLS6XFKµWUXWKV¶DUHLQFontrast to the unobtrusive ways in which 
Saeed performs his Muslim self at Springville and suggest the contingent nature of the 
religious acceptance accorded Saeed. $VDSHUVRQRIµ$UDE¶GHVFHQW6DHHGLVGHILQHGE\
his body, his ethnicity and his religion, which are all considered to fall outside the 
QRUPDWLYHIUDPHZRUNRIZKDWLWPHDQVWREHµ$XVWUDOLDQ¶LQ6SULQJYLOOH7RµEHRND\¶DW
Springville High is to be a particular sort of raced, nationed, and religioned student.  
0U-DPHV¶UHPDUNVUHJDUGLQJ6DHHd and his place in the Springville community 
VSHDNERWKWRDQGDJDLQVWEHORQJLQJ:KLOH6DHHG¶VSHHUVDUHFOHDUO\SUHSDUHGWRXVH
UDFLVWVSHHFKDJDLQVW0XVOLPVLQWKHLUUHIHUHQFHWR³WRZHOKHDGV´WKH\DUHDOVRSUHSDUHG
WRGHIHQG6DHHG¶VULJKWWREHORQJ,Q this sense, they have an investment in being both 
racist and non-racist, or as Raby (2004) argues, their discursive repertoire discloses the 
ZD\³PXOWLSOHSRVLWLRQVRQUDFLVPFDQEHKHOGFRQFXUUHQWO\´S7KHVWXGHQWV¶
defence of Saeed, as reported by Mr James illustrates the way they make 
insider/outsider distinctions between Muslims they know and Muslims they do not. 
This, in effect, tactically reframes racism to fit their friendship needs and shows how 
boundaries of tolerance and acceptance are strategic (Rizvi, 2009) and are framed 
politically to construct a social space that is both complex and nuanced.  
In the following discussion, we continue to exemplify how teachers can 
inadvertently construct students in states of unbelonging. We also highlight how 
particular teaching practices can lead students to feelings of unbelonging. We then 
consider the implications for teacher education that might unsettle this discursive 
climate.  
 
Discourses of exclusion: Hanif  
In the next vignette we consider more explicitly the issue of teaching for 
belongLQJ:HLOOXVWUDWHKRZWHDFKHUV¶ knowledge of their students impacts their ability 
to respond in culturally appropriate ways to an increasingly diverse student population 
(Santoro, 2009). Delpit (1995) argueVWKDW³LQRUGHUWRWHDFK\RX,PXVWNQRZ\RX´(p. 
183). This argument is taken up in this analysis to investigate what Santoro claims is the 
importance of knowing RQH¶s students in order to promote socially just classroom 
practices (Santoro, 2009). The pedagogical knowledges and practices that are required 
of teachers to produce classroom environments conducive to the needs of students who 
sit outside the dominant cultural majority are thus explored in this vignette.  
Table 2. Vignette Two: Part i. Physical Education lesson, Gundah High School  
Three Physical Education classes combine for a lesson in the hall attached to the school 
canteen. Lunch tables are pushed to the edge of the room to make a space for dancing ± 
the fRFXVRIWRGD\¶VOHVVRQ7KHKDOOLVVSDFLRXVDQGLVULPPHGRXWVLGHZLWKWUHHVRQRQH
side where the room overlooks an extensive plateau of rural landscape in the distance. 
Students stand in rows, a metre apart, facing the front of the room. On a sandy-coloured 
SDUTXHWU\IORRUVWXGHQWVDUHLQVWUXFWHGLQWKHILQHUSRLQWVRIWKHµ1XWEXVK¶GDQFHE\
three teachers who demonstrate how the dance unfolds. The dance is practised over and 
RYHUDVWKHPXVLFSOD\VRQUHSHDW7KLVLVDQµLQGLYLGXDO¶GDQFHZKHUHQRSK\Vical 
contact with other students is required, and students participate with varying degrees of 
HQWKXVLDVP$IWHUPLQXWHVRUVRRIµQXWEXVKLQJ¶WKHWHDFKHUVDQQRXQFHWKDWLWLVWLPH
WRPRYHRQWRWKHµEXVK¶GDQFH$WWKLVSRLQWLQWKHOHVVRQWKH0XVOLP students move 
off the dance floor and proceed to sit on chairs positioned at the side of the room. 
(Researcher Fieldnotes)  
 
Table 3. Vignette Two: Part ii. Interview with Hanif, Gundah High School  
When Hanif was subsequently asked about the class by one of the authors, he 
responded:  
 
<RX¶UHQRWDOORZHGWROLNHWRXFKJLUOV>GXULQJ5DPDGDQ@$WILUVWP\WHDFKHUVGLGQ¶W
EHOLHYHPH6KHJRHV³1R\RX¶UHGDQFLQJ´6RWKHQ>WKHWHDFKHU@VDLG³'DQFH´
$QG,VDLG³QR,¶PIDVWLQJ´$QGWKHQVKHVDLG ³2ND\\RXFDQVWD\EDFNWKHQ´>IRU
GHWHQWLRQ@%XWP\RWKHUWHDFKHUKHNQRZVDERXWLWÄFDXVHKH¶VKHDUGLWDW>DQRWKHUORFDO
VFKRRO@DQGKHVDLG>H[SODLQLQJ+DQLI¶VUHOXFWDQFHWRGDQFHWRWKHRWKHUWHDFKHU@³2K
QRWKH\GRQ¶WKDYHWRGRLW´6RVRPHWHDFKHUVNQRZDQGVRPHWHDFKHUVGRQ¶t know.  
 
 
Teaching practice that neither recognises nor accommodates religious difference 
is highlighted in the vignette above. The failure of the teacher WRµNQRZ¶ students and 
her assumption that all the learners will be able to, and willing to participate in the 
dance is troubling for a number of reasons. First, such a construction suggests that 
VWXGHQWV¶ cultures are homogenous and that all learners can be treated the same, and can 
be expected to conform to the same µQRUPV¶. Second, the teacher enacts an activity that 
is not available to all students and that becomes the means to disenfranchise some 
students from the learning experience and produce them in states of unbelonging. As 
Santoro DUJXHV³WHDFKHUVPXst know what is culturally relevant to their students 
and must recognise when existing curriculum fails to build on or acknowledge the 
FXOWXUDONQRZOHGJHVWXGHQWVEULQJWRWKHLUOHDUQLQJ´S. In this vignette, the 
WHDFKHU¶s failure to know the cultural values and beliefs of her Muslim students results 
LQWKHVWXGHQWV¶ exclusion.  
The example reported above sits alongside further field observations at Gundah 
+LJK6FKRROWKDWKLJKOLJKWWKHVLJQLILFDQWUROHRIµORRNV¶RUUDFLDODSSHDUDQFHLQ
WHDFKHUV¶IDLOXUHWRWHDFKIRUEHORQJLQJ,QDVHFRQGH[DPSOHRIWKLV+DQLI¶V<HDU
$GYLVRUZDVKHDUGWRVD\WKDWEHFDXVHRIWKHµ:KLWHQHVV¶RIWKH$IJKDQVWXGHQWV¶VNLQ
³\RXZRXOGQ¶WHYHQNQRZ´WKH\ZHUHIURPDQRWKHUSODFH6XFKSUDFWLFHVRI
racialization, where racial identity is read through markers on the body, position Hanif 
DQGWKHRWKHU$IJKDQVWXGHQWVDWWKHVFKRRODVWKHFXOWXUDOO\µXQPDUNHG¶SHHUVRIWKH
:KLWHVWXGHQWV7KLVFRPPHQWLVVXJJHVWLYHRIDUHVSRQVHWRWKHVWXGHQWVZKHUHµILWWLQJ
LQ¶RFFXUVQDWXUDOly and unproblematically. In terms of teaching practice, there is a 
VXJJHVWLRQRIµVDPHQHVV¶EHWZHHQWKH$IJKDQDQG:KLWH-majority learner population. 
Simultaneously, against broader discourses circulating within the school, the Afghan 
students are positioned as distinct from the White host population ± they are named as 
ethnic, Muslim and refugee students; naming practices that constitute the students 
RXWVLGHRIZKDWLWLVWREHUHFRJQLVHGDVDµJHQXLQH¶$XVWUDOLDQVWXGHQWDW*XQGDK+LJK
School. In both circumstances, the students can be understood to be caught in discourses 
of high visibility and/or invisibility that position them with unequal access to belonging.  
These examples of teacher-talk and practice illustrate the importance of teachers 
having complex knowledge of students. The findings reported here suggest that teachers 
can have limited or no understanding of the ethnicity, religion and culture of their 
students. Knowing students in complex ways involves teachers understanding the ethnic 
and cultural identities of their students and how minority students are different from, 
and similar to, majority students (Santoro, 2009). 
 
A pedagogy of belonging  
In this section, we put forZDUGWKHQRWLRQRIDµSHGDJRJ\RIEHORQJLQJ¶ as a 
starting point for disrupting practices of teaching that can lead to unbelonging. The 
findings of this study highlight the need for pedagogies that create all students in states 
of belonging. Such practices, we suggest, are necessary if students are to take up 
effective learner identities.  
Pedagogies that take as WKHLUVWDUWLQJSRLQWVWXGHQWV¶situated knowledges have a 
long tradition in education. Paulo FreiUH¶VWUHDWLVHWKDW³WKHWHDFKHU¶s thinking is 
authenticated only by tKHDXWKHQWLFLW\RIWKHVWXGHQWV¶ WKLQNLQJ´S 58) is 
popularly held, and has received subsequent expression in research and pedagogies 
concerned with issues of diversity (Youdell, 2011). Learners are active participants in 
the construction of knowledge and their lived experiences and prior knowledges need to 
be acknowledged and considered. In line with this thinking, we put forward the notion 
RIHQJDJHPHQWZLWKVWXGHQWV¶ situated knowledges as an important element in 
constructing a pedagogy of belonging.  
As this study has shown, the community, with its inherent possibilities for close 
association and relationship, is an important site for delivering intercultural belonging. 
Wise (2005) argues against the traditional notion of communities as places where 
boundaries are always tightly guarded, as spaces that necessarily privilege exclusion 
DQGFORVXUH6KHVXJJHVWVLQVWHDGWKDWFRPPXQLWLHVFDQEHSODFHVZKHUH³KRSHIXO
JHVWXUHV´DQG³UHFRJQLWLRQ´FDQ³FUHDWHDPXWXDORSHQLQJXSWRRQHDQRWKHU´ZKHUH
WKHUHLVWKH³SRVVLELOLW\RIUHFRJQLVLQJWKHVWUDQJHU´S:KLOHSHUVRQVDUH
connected in layers of belonging to nation and to international contexts, they are, at the 
VDPHWLPHVLJQLILFDQWO\SURGXFHGLQORFDOUHODWLRQV7RWKLVHQG:LVHVXJJHVWVWKDW³DQ
important relationship is that between the abVWUDFWDQGWKHFRQFUHWHRWKHU´S. 183). As 
LOOXVWUDWHGLQ6DHHG¶s story, this study reveals that persons are able to make distinctions 
between the concrete Other (the Muslim they know) and the abstract Other (an 
imagined community of Muslims whom they do not know and around whom suspicion 
is generated), where the abstract subject is connected in discourse to narratives of nation 
and national belonging. It is in the possibilities opened up by the local ± by acts of 
knowing in the everyday ± that potential for belonging is engendered in these 
unthreatening, situated encounters. While this article takes as its focus ethnic and 
religious diversity in the rural context, we propose the relevance of this examination not 
just for rural education, but for other situated spaces of knowing.  
7DNLQJXSVWXGHQWV¶SULRUVLWXDWHGNQRZOHGJHRIHWKQLFDQGFXOWXUDOGLIIHUHQFH
DVDVWDUWLQJSRLQWIRUEXLOGLQJVWXGHQWV¶NQRZOHGJHRIWKHPVHOYHVDQGRWKHUVLVDQ
important consideration in constructing a pedagogy of belonging. Such action is 
predicated on teachers having complex knowledges of their students. However, as 
Santoro (2009) argues, in order for teachers to develop rich and nuanced understandings 
of students of ethnic difference they must also know themselves as encultured; they 
must understand how their pedagogies are shaped by their own ethnicity and cultural 
beliefs and practices. KnowledJHRIRWKHUVDQGNQRZOHGJHRIVHOI³DUHPXWXDOO\
constitutive, as each builds upon, and is dependent on the other to make meaning 
(Santoro, S´ 
The teachers in the study reported here appear to be unaware of the exclusionary 
effects of discourse that constructs student identity in deficit terms, and of treating all 
students as if they are the same. To this end, an important next step in the production of 
a pedagogy of belonging is replacing pedagogies that privilege a false homogeneity 
with pedagogies that are responsive to heterogeneity. This is necessary in order to undo 
a schooling situation that privileges those students who come to school already 
HTXLSSHGZLWKLGHQWLWLHVWKDWµILW¶ within existing normative structures of education. 
Within this framework, students should be regarded as individuated learners, rather than 
DVµUHIXJHHV¶µ0XVOLPV¶RUµHWKQLFV¶, for example; naming practices that are constitutive 
of essential subjecthood and that have the potential to trap students in discourses and 
practices of exclusion. Recognition of the ways in which students can be ensnared in 
discourses of high visibility but low levels of belonging are required in order to enact a 
more socially just pedagogy. Critical recognition is needed of the unequal access 
children have to the dominant culture, and engagement is needed with pedagogies that 
question and challenge the very prevalence of this culture.  
 
Conclusion  
Understanding how states of belonging and unbelonging in schools are 
established is to discern how the identities of students ± around categories such as 
ethnicity, culture and religion ± are positioned, in part, through teacher knowledges and 
practices. To this end, the importance to TXDOLW\VFKRROLQJRIWHDFKHUVµNQRZOHGJHRI
VWXGHQWV¶ is necessary. More emphasis needs to be given, however, to the importance of 
teachers having complex knowledge of students in realizing culturally responsive 
classrooms; a practice that is inHYLWDEO\HQWZLQHGZLWKWHDFKHUV¶knowledge of 
themselves as ethnic and encultured. This paper also suggests the importance of 
studentV¶ situated knowledges as an often overlooked, but important site for building 
intercultural understanding and competence. (QJDJLQJDQGEXLOGLQJVWXGHQWV¶ local 
ways of understanding ethnic and religious difference as a means to unpack the broader 
discourses upon which these narratives are built is an important discursive project. This 
article suggests that this teaching be coupled with practice that troubles deficit 
constructions of student identity.  
The challenge for teacher education is to develop skills in initial teacher 
education students that prepare them to better challenge existing inequalities in schools 
and to take up a pedagogy of belonging. There is a need to develop specific strategies 
for teachers to use in schools and classrooms, as well as a need to understand the points 
of frailty and resistance of such strategies. Situated analyses of classroom practice, 
where teacher educators and teachers take up understandings of power and knowledge 
of the kind offered in this study to explore ways to trouble educational inclusions and 
exclusions in everyday practices of schooling would appear to be a way forward in 
developing detailed understandings of the effectiveness of discursive pedagogies in 
schooling. Such an approach has importance for thinking through implications for 
teacher knowledge, student knowledge, curricula and pedagogy, as well as future spaces 
of research in identity politics. In working with teachers to pursue socially just 
schooling, important accounts of how a pedagogy of belonging might work in practice, 
can emerge. The tactics and day-to-day practices that might best be taken up to unsettle 
schooling inequalities can be considered, as well as their success in interrupting 
normative regimes of understanding.  
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